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The Term-Limits Scam 


T HERE has always been something hilari- 
ous about the way professional politicians 
have used the term-limits issue to rally 
public discontent. “We are against lifetime pro- 
fessional politicians,” declare the lifetime professional 
politicians. But for the House Republicans, who prom- 
ised term limits — excuse us, a vote on term limits — as 
part of their ‘Contract With America,” the issue isn’t 
nmny any more. The organizations fighting for term 
hmits are furious because the votes don’t seem to be 
there to pass a constitutional amendment to put term 
Emits on numbers of Congress. Worse yet for many of 
the term limiters, a lot of Republicans don’t like the 
six-year limit being pushed by die movement and want 
a 12-year limit The movement also resents an 
amendment passed through committee that would 
allow members to serve 12 years, take off two years 
and come back for another 12. Wall Street Journal 
columnist Paul Gigot, a strong term-limits booster, 
ranculed this as “the Harvard sabbatical provision.” 
™use Majority Leader Dick Armey has now post- 
poned a vote on term limits that was originally 
supposed to occur this week 
Term limits are a terrible idea, and there will be 
no mourning in this space if they fail. If voters want 
to toss out incumbents, they are free to exercise that 
option and they did so ih a big way last November. 
But we confess to enjoying the turmoil the term- 
kmits issue is causing, because the promise of term 
hmits from these longtime incumbent Republicans 
(starting with Speaker Newt Gingrich, now in his 
17th year in Congress) always rang with a special 


kmd of hypocrisy. Although we disagree with those 
who support term limits, their argument is straight- 
forward enough. They truly believe that there is 
something fundamentally wrong with having people 
make service in Congress a career. They believe a 
citizen legislature” would be better than a more 
professional legislature. Some of the freshmen mem- 
bers were willing to put themselves on the line for 
this argument last fall by promising to limit their own 
tenure voluntarily. But the professional pols who 
have used the term-limits issue for political purposes 
clearly can’t believe the “citizen legislature” argu- 
ment for a minute, because their own behavior runs 
directly contrary to it. They must believe that it’s 
good and honorable to serve in Congress for a long 
hme because that’s precisely what many of them 
have chosen to do. Long-standing service in Con- 
gress can, indeed, be a good and honorable calling 
and it would be an impossible calling if term limits 
were approved. The real question is why term-limits 
enthusiasts ever believed that these political pros 
would give them what they wanted. 

The Republicans’ honor on this issue has been 
raved twice over by honest career politicians, such' 
Rep. Henry Hyde (R-ffL), who never pretended that 
they thought term limits were a good idea. Mr Hyde 
in particular was willing to risk a lot of derision at 
partisan gatherings when he made his case against 
them Now, if term limits fail, as they seem likely to 
do, Mr. Hyde and Republicans like him will at least 
be able to ray that they were not among those who I 
made promises that they didn’t really believe. ! 


